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For a million U.S. men, failing to register for the draft has serious, long-term consequences [Gregory 

Korte, USA TODAY, 3 April 2019] 

 For 39 years, it’s been a rite of passage for American men. Within 30 days of his 18th birthday, every 

male citizen and legal resident is required to register for Selective Service, either by filling out a 

postcard-size form or going online. 

 What’s less well known is what happens on a man’s 26th birthday. Men who fail to register for the draft 

by then can no longer do so―forever closing the door to government benefits like student aid, a 

government job, or even U.S. citizenship. 

 With the current male-only draft requirement declared unconstitutional, Congress will have to decide 

whether to eliminate Selective Service registration or expand it to women. Unable to decide that 

question for decades, Congress created the National Commission on Military, National, and Public 

Service in 2016. It’s studying the future of the draft with a report due next year. 

For a million U.S. men, failing to register for the draft has serious, long-term consequences 
 

Military’s Top Lawyers Push to Keep Prosecution Decisions with Commanders [Patricia Kime, 

Military.com, 3 April 2019] 

 The military services’ top attorneys are holding the line against a renewed push by lawmakers to remove 

commanders from the process of deciding to prosecute sexual-assault cases. 

 Although Congress ordered the Pentagon to form the [Response Systems to Sexual Assault Crimes 

Panel] to study the issue in 2013, several Senate and House Democrats have revived the issue. They say 

they’re concerned that the number of assaults remains high while reporting rates are still low. 

 The panel concluded that changes previously made by Congress, including restricting a commander’s 

ability to grant clemency to perpetrators and changes to Article 32 hearings, were sufficient. The 

members concluded that removing convening authority from commanders would not reduce sexual-

assault incidence rates or increase reporting. 

Military’s Top Lawyers Push to Keep Prosecution Decisions with Commanders 
 

Muslim soldier demoted, planning to sue the Army after hijab controversy [Meghann Myers, Army 

Times, 3 April 2019]  

 Following a rejected equal opportunity complaint and a demotion in rank, a Muslim soldier who has 

accused her Fort Carson, Colorado, leadership of religious discrimination is contemplating a federal 

lawsuit, her attorney confirmed to Army Times on Wednesday. 

 Spc. Cesilia Valdovinos, who was demoted this week following an unrelated Article 15 investigation, 

will file a complaint alleging violation of her civil rights either in northern Virginia or Denver, 

according to Mikey Weinstein, founder of the Military Religious Freedom Foundation. 

 The 26-year-old culinary specialist’s story first went viral in mid-March, after she filed an EO complaint 

with her command based on an incident with her command sergeant major at the 704th Transportation 

Battalion. The senior noncommissioned officer, believing that Valdovinos was wearing her hair down 

underneath her hijab―rather than in a bun, per regulation―demanded the soldier remove the head 

covering. 

Muslim soldier demoted, planning to sue the Army after hijab controversy 
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Marine Officer to Next Commandant: Fix the Corps’ Identity Crisis 

Nation Honors Vietnam Veterans in Annual Observance 

No more just snapping to attention for the Marines’ Hymn―the commandant has directed Marines to sing it 

out loud 

TransMilitary’ Documentary to Draw Transgender Advocates, Lawmakers Together 
 

Discrimination 

Face recognition researcher fights Amazon over biased AI 
 

Diversity 

50 Years of Affirmative Action: What Went Right, and What It Got Wrong 

Heart of Dixie? Alabama presenting diversity in bicentennial 

Lori Lightfoot elected Chicago mayor, becoming first Black woman and first openly gay person to win the 

office 

Prisoners not entitled to gender reassignment surgery: U.S. appeals court 

To grow new, diverse generation of pilots, Air Force, lawmakers eye flight training for JROTC 

USMC move to integrate boot camp more ends; future unclear 

Why are so many women leaving the Coast Guard? 
 

Miscellaneous 

American Legion to Congress: Don’t Replace POW/MIA flags with Transgender Banners 

Are the military’s housing problems fixed or just covered up for now? 

Disabled veteran wins $250,000 settlement after park rangers arrested him over handicapped spot 

The Dismal Career Opportunities for Military Spouses 

Ill-fitting gear could put female pilots’ lives at risk—but a redesign is on the way 

Soldier’s posthumous Medal of Honor highlights the Pentagon’s struggles to fully recognize valor in combat 

Vets in Congress Introduce Bill to Protect Gold Star Spouse Benefits 
 

Misconduct 

2 major cases add up to big doubts about Chicago prosecutor 

First jail terms issued in Penn State fraternity hazing death of Timothy Piazza 

For a million U.S. men, failing to register for the draft has serious, long-term consequences 

‘It Just Went Poof’: The Strange Aftermath of Virginia’s Cascade of Political Scandals 

Military’s Top Lawyers Push to Keep Prosecution Decisions with Commanders 

SEALs lawyered up during war crimes case, then prosecutors went after their lawyer 

Two 354th Fighter Wing squadron commanders fired over hazing culture 
 

Racism 

White power’ graffiti defaces historic Tennessee civil rights site 
 

Religion 

Muslim soldier demoted, planning to sue the Army after hijab controversy 

Texas bans clergy from executions after Supreme Court ruling 
 

Sexual Assault/Harassment 

Fugitive priest accused of abusing boy faces trial 

Investigations underway into sexual misconduct allegations at Florida National Guard 

Is the Pentagon breaking a law designed to help sexual assault victims? 

Sen. McSally has ideas about preventing sexual assaults at service academies 

https://www.military.com/daily-news/2019/04/03/marine-officer-next-commandant-fix-corps-identity-crisis.html
https://dod.defense.gov/News/Article/Article/1800713/nation-honors-vietnam-veterans-in-annual-observance/
https://www.marinecorpstimes.com/news/your-marine-corps/2019/03/29/no-more-just-snapping-to-attention-for-the-marines-hymn-the-commandant-has-directed-marines-to-sing-it-out-loud/
https://www.marinecorpstimes.com/news/your-marine-corps/2019/03/29/no-more-just-snapping-to-attention-for-the-marines-hymn-the-commandant-has-directed-marines-to-sing-it-out-loud/
https://www.military.com/daily-news/2019/04/02/transmilitary-documentary-draw-transgender-advocates-lawmakers-together.html
https://www.apnews.com/24fd8e9bc6bf485c8aff1e46ebde9ec1
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/03/30/us/affirmative-action-50-years.html
https://www.apnews.com/ee77a2a1a74b4946b8c60ce0d12260af
https://www.washingtonpost.com/national/chicago-voters-set-to-make-history-with-mayoral-runoff-election/2019/04/01/af90f7f0-5230-11e9-a3f7-78b7525a8d5f_story.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/national/chicago-voters-set-to-make-history-with-mayoral-runoff-election/2019/04/01/af90f7f0-5230-11e9-a3f7-78b7525a8d5f_story.html
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-texas-prison-lgbt/prisoners-not-entitled-to-gender-reassignment-surgery-u-s-appeals-court-idUSKCN1RA2OZ
https://www.airforcetimes.com/news/your-air-force/2019/04/04/to-grow-new-diverse-generation-of-pilots-air-force-lawmakers-eye-flight-training-for-jrotc/
https://www.apnews.com/f3b44e2e300f4f5193827095d0f9fee7
https://www.theday.com/military-news/20190329/why-are-so-many-women-leaving-coast-guard
https://www.military.com/daily-news/2019/03/29/american-legion-congress-dont-replace-pow-mia-flags-transgender-banners.html
https://www.militarytimes.com/news/pentagon-congress/2019/04/04/are-the-militarys-housing-problems-fixed-or-just-covered-up-for-now/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/national-security/2019/04/02/dominic-esquibel-disabled-veteran-wins-park-ranger-handicapped-parking/
https://www.theatlantic.com/family/archive/2019/03/majority-military-spouses-are-underemployed/585586/
https://www.airforcetimes.com/news/your-air-force/2019/04/04/ill-fitting-gear-could-put-female-pilots-lives-at-risk-but-a-redesign-is-on-the-way/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/national-security/2019/03/27/travis-atkins-died-smothering-suicide-bombers-blast-iraq-now-hell-receive-medal-honor/
https://www.military.com/daily-news/2019/03/30/vets-congress-introduce-bill-protect-gold-star-spouse-benefits.html
https://www.apnews.com/7559f14bcec846ac9d4fc9f3ea3f42d8
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/nation/2019/04/03/penn-state-timothy-piazza-first-jail-terms-issued-hazing-death/3353467002/
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/nation/2019/04/02/failing-register-draft-women-court-consequences-men/3205425002/
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/04/02/us/virginia-scandal-northam-fairfax.html
https://www.military.com/daily-news/2019/04/03/militarys-top-lawyers-push-keep-prosecution-decisions-commanders.html
https://www.navytimes.com/news/your-navy/2019/04/04/seals-lawyered-up-during-war-crimes-case-then-prosecutors-went-after-their-lawyer/
https://www.airforcetimes.com/news/your-air-force/2019/03/30/two-354th-fighter-wing-squadron-commanders-fired-over-hazing-culture/
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-tennessee-arson-civil-rights/white-power-graffiti-defaces-historic-tennessee-civil-rights-site-idUSKCN1RF0G8
https://www.armytimes.com/news/your-army/2019/04/03/muslim-soldier-demoted-planning-to-sue-the-army-after-hijab-controversy/
https://www.apnews.com/2e871ee78aeb425385a7fda17d9423ab
https://www.apnews.com/74dbe3e2d72f4de38f821dc4c836b3db
https://www.tampabay.com/news/military/investigations-underway-into-sexual-misconduct-allegations-at-florida-national-guard-20190329/
https://www.militarytimes.com/news/your-navy/2019/03/29/is-the-pentagon-breaking-a-law-designed-to-help-sexual-assault-victims-5/
https://www.armytimes.com/news/your-army/2019/04/04/sen-mcsally-has-ideas-about-preventing-sexual-assaults-at-service-academies/
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2 major cases add up to big doubts about Chicago 

prosecutor 
By Don Babwin 

The Associated Press, April 2, 2019 

In this Dec. 2, 2015, file photo, Kim Foxx, then a candidate for 

Cook County state's attorney, speaks at a news conference in 

Chicago. Foxx, who became the state's attorney, removed herself 

from the Smollett case before he was charged, saying she had 

discussed the case with a Smollett family member. The case was 

handed to First Assistant State's Attorney Joseph Magats. Foxx 

defended the decision by her staff to drop charges, saying the 

matter was handled properly. She pointed to Smollett forfeiting his 

$10,000 bond and doing community service. (AP Photo/M. Spencer 

Green) 

CHICAGO (AP) — Cook County State’s Attorney Kim Foxx was elected in 2016 mainly because of anger 

that the prosecutor she ousted had waited a year to charge a Chicago police officer in the killing of black 

teenager Laquan McDonald. Then Foxx, who is a survivor of sexual assault as a child, grabbed national 

attention by charging singer R. Kelly with aggravated sexual abuse. 

But in the course of just a few days, her reputation as rising political star and legal crusader was badly 

tarnished by her office’s handling of two celebrity cases involving “Empire” actor Jussie Smollett and 

Kelly. 

The dismissal of all charges against Smollett enraged many, from President Donald Trump to Chicago’s 

mayor and the city’s police union. They accuse her of allowing Smollett to walk away from faking a hate 

crime attack and lying about it to police without so much as an apology or admission of guilt. 

And adding to her woes, Kelly’s attorney Steve Greenberg on Monday accused Foxx of caving in 

to pressure from celebrity attorney Michael Avenatti to charge Kelly. Avenatti, who is accused by federal 

prosecutors in a separate case of trying to shake down shoe company Nike, said he had provided Foxx with 

a video of Kelly having sex with a 14-year-old girl. 

David Erickson, a former state appellate judge who teaches at Chicago-Kent College of Law, said you’d 

have to go back 50 years to find a Chicago prosecutor so embroiled in controversy. Edward Hanrahan was 

charged with conspiracy in the deaths of two Black Panther members in a raid by agents from Hanrahan’s 

office in 1969. He was acquitted, but ultimately ousted by voters. 

“Looking back, that’s the only thing that comes close to this,” said Erickson, pointing out that Foxx’s 

troubles may be far from over. 

Retired Illinois Appellate Justice Sheila O’Brien vowed on Monday, in an opinion piece posted on the 

Chicago Tribune’s website, to file a petition to the courts asking that a special prosecutor be appointed to 

investigate Foxx and her office. 

“This is exhausting, but it has to be done,” O’Brien wrote. 

Foxx declined to comment for this article. Her fate was literally debated in the streets of Chicago Monday 

at dueling protests — one organized by civil rights leader Jesse Jackson in support of Foxx and another by 

the police union where demonstrators chanted “Foxx must go.” 
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The praise she received for opening up about being raped as a small child, and then taking on R. Kelly — a 

Chicago native who had beaten child pornography charges in 2008 — has been drowned out. Her office has 

been severely criticized by two major legal groups for what they called ethical lapses in the Smollett case. 

Kelly’s attorney on Monday asked a judge to order all of Foxx’s communications with Avenatti preserved 

and suggested that Foxx fed clients to Avenatti. 

“They got in bed with Avenatti and Avenatti is toxic,” Kelly attorney Greenberg said in reference to 

Avenatti’s cooperation with Foxx’s office in the Kelly investigation. 

Even Foxx’s decision to recuse herself from the Smollett case is being questioned. Former judge O’Brien 

said a special prosecutor should answer whether Foxx really stepped back from the Smollett case after she 

said she was removing herself because of communications with a relative of the actor. 

“I can say without any reservation that her reputation has been damaged among people who work in the 

criminal justice system,” said Terry Ekl, a local defense attorney. 

How it plays out politically is anyone’s guess. Voters may have to wait until next year’s primary election to 

do anything about Foxx. 

Dick Simpson, a University of Illinois at Chicago political scientist, said the only way he knows of to 

remove Foxx from office before an election would be to impeach her. 

“But she hasn’t done anything impeachable,” he said, citing her recusal from the case. 

 

 

SEE ALSO: 

Chicago police call for state's attorney to resign in Smollett controversy [Reuters, 2019-04-01] 

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-people-jussie-smollett-protests/chicago-police-call-for-states-attorney-to-resign-in-smollett-controversy-idUSKCN1RD3CL
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First jail terms issued in Penn State fraternity hazing death 

of Timothy Piazza 
By John Bacon 

USA TODAY, April 3, 2019 

Jim and Evelyn Piazza stand by as Centre County District Attorney 

Stacy Parks Miller, left, announces the results of an investigation 

into the death of their son Timothy Piazza, seen in photo at right, a 

Penn State University fraternity pledge. (Photo: Abby Drey, AP) 

Jail sentences issued to three former Penn State fraternity members 

for hazing mark "a significant step forward in the long road to 

justice" for the family of a pledge who died more than two years 

ago, the family's lawyer says. 

Michael Bonatucci, Luke Visser and Joshua Kurczewski on Tuesday became the first defendants to receive 

jail time for roles related to the death of Timothy Piazza, a sophomore from New Jersey. All previously had 

pleaded guilty to hazing charges. 

Piazza's parents have been outspoken in their efforts to curb fraternity hazing. 

“Jim and Evelyn, in the courtroom for the sentencing, remain committed to the cause of eradicating hazing 

and the beneficial deterrent effect of the enforcement of anti-hazing laws throughout the country," family 

lawyer Thomas Kline said. 

Piazza, 19, died at a hospital Feb. 4, 2017, two days after a party at the Beta Theta Pi fraternity house. A 

grand jury report issued a few months later concluded that fraternity members were indifferent to clear 

signs that Piazza was struggling, then engaged in a vigorous effort to conceal evidence of hazing and 

underage drinking.  

Security cameras recorded Piazza drinking vodka and beer, struggling throughout the night and falling 

multiple times. At one point, while he was on a couch, members put a backpack full of books on his back to 

keep him from rolling over and choking on his vomit, the report said. 

A doctor calculated that Piazza's blood-alcohol content when he fell down a flight of stairs was .28 to .36 

percent – about four times the legal limit for driving – the report said. Doctors concluded Piazza suffered 

multiple traumatic brain injuries, including a fractured skull and a lacerated spleen. 

Piazza died as a direct result of "extremely reckless conduct" of members of the Beta fraternity, aided by 

the permissive atmosphere fostered by Penn State's Interfraternity Council, the grand jury found. 

Ryan Burke, a Penn State fraternity member who plied a pledge with vodka the night he was fatally injured 

in a series of falls avoided jail time Tuesday when a judge sentenced him to three months of house arrest. 

(July 31) AP 

More than a dozen students were initially charged, some with involuntary manslaughter. Some of the most 

serious charges were dropped and others thrown out by judges. 

Kurczewski was sentenced to three to nine months on one count of hazing, one count of furnishing liquor to 

a minor and one conspiracy count. 
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Bonatucci was sentenced to 30 days to six months in jail on three counts of hazing and one count of 

conspiracy. 

Visser was sentenced to two to six months and fined $2,500 on six counts of hazing and one count of 

conspiracy. 

Each was also ordered to pay a $1,000 fine and complete 100 hours of community service 

The fraternity's Penn State chapter was dissolved after Piazza's death. The school adopted a series of 

changes aimed at monitoring and disciplining fraternities and sororities. It also put limits on social events 

and tightened regulations for parties where alcohol is served. 

Contributing: The Associated Press 
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For a million U.S. men, failing to register for the draft has 

serious, long-term consequences 
By Gregory Korte 

USA TODAY, April 3, 2019 

Brandon Prudhomme works on a yard in Beaumont, Texas March 27. 

Prudhomme, who works as a landscaper and dishwasher, can't get 

student loans to go back to school because he didn't register for Selective 

Service before he turned 26. (Photo: Scott Dalton for USA TODAY) 

For 39 years, it's been a rite of passage for American men. Within 

30 days of his 18th birthday, every male citizen and legal resident is 

required to register for Selective Service, either by filling out a 

postcard-size form or going online. 

What's less well known is what happens on a man's 26th birthday. 

Men who fail to register for the draft by then can no longer do so – forever closing the door to government 

benefits like student aid, a government job or even U.S. citizenship. 

Men under 26 can get those benefits by taking advantage of what has effectively become an eight-year 

grace period, signing up for Selective Service on the spot. 

After that, an appeal can be costly and time-consuming. Selective Service statistics suggest that more than 

1 million men have been denied some government benefit because they weren't registered for the draft.  

With the current male-only draft requirement declared unconstitutional, Congress will have to decide 

whether to eliminate Selective Service registration or expand it to women. 

Unable to decide that question for decades, Congress created the National Commission on Military, 

National and Public Service in 2016. It's studying the future of the draft with a report due next year. 

Among the issues it's examining: Should draft registration be mandatory? If so, what's fairest way to 

enforce it? Should the same consequences that have followed men for nearly four decades also apply to 

women?     

"We're taking a look at all of these questions," says Vice Chairwoman Debra Wada, a former assistant 

secretary of the Army. "And that means looking at whether the current system is both fair and equitable – 

but also transparent." 

Men who have been caught in the over-26 trap say the system is anything but.  

Since 1993, more than 1 million American men have requested a formal copy of their draft status from the 

Selective Service System, according to data obtained by USA TODAY under the Freedom of Information 

Act. Those status-information letters are the first step in trying to appeal the denial of benefits, and are the 

best indication of how many men have been impacted by legal consequences of failing to register.  

On paper, it's a crime to "knowingly fail or neglect or refuse" to register for the draft. The penalty is up to 

five years in prison and a $250,000 fine.  

Last year, Selective Service referred 112,051 names and addresses of suspected violators to the Justice 

Department for possible prosecution.  

https://www.sss.gov/Home/Registration
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Still, only 20 men have been criminally charged with refusing to register for the draft since President 

Jimmy Carter reinstated it in 1980 in response to the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan. Only 14 were 

convicted. The last indictment, in 1986, was dismissed before it went to trial. 

So now the system relies largely on voluntary compliance, a patchwork of state laws, and the risk of losing 

federal benefits. 

Congress passed two provisions to tighten enforcement in the 1980s. The Solomon amendment in 1982 

made Selective Service registration a requirement for federal student aid. The Thurmond Amendment in 

1985 did the same for federal employment. 

Federal student aid is the most common problem for men who haven't registered for the draft, according 

Selective Service data obtained by USA TODAY.  

Forty states and the District of Columbia link Selective Service to a driver's license. But some of those 

allow men to opt out of registration, and about a quarter of Americans in their early 20s don't have a 

driver's license. 

Thirty-one states have legislation mirroring federal laws on student aid and employment, applying those 

bans to state-funded student aid programs and state employment. 

Some states go even further:  

► In eight states, men are not allowed men to register at a state college or university – even without 

financial aid – if they aren't registered for Selective Service. Those states are Alabama, Arkansas, Colorado, 

Idaho, Louisiana, New Hampshire, South Dakota and Tennessee.  

► In Ohio, men who live in the state but don't register for Selective Service must pay out-of-state tuition 

rates. 

► In Alaska, men who fail to register for the draft can't receive an annual dividend from the Alaska 

Permanent Fund, which gave Alaska residents $1,600 from state oil revenue in 2018. 

As a result, registration rates vary from 100 percent in New Hampshire to 63 percent in North Dakota – and 

just 51 percent in the District of Columbia, according to Selective Service data. 

"It's very uneven across the country," said Shawn Skelly, a former Navy commander and member of the 

11-member commission studying the draft.  

"How people register is predominately passively. Most men who register, register though secondary means 

when they apply for student aid or get a driver's license. There isn't a real deliberate education of people 

about the law." 

Like the Vietnam War draft that helped fuel the social upheaval of the 1960s and '70s, today's draft 

registration requirement puts a disproportionate burden on lower-class Americans. They're more likely to 

put off college until later in life – and to need student aid when they do go to school.  

In comments to the national service commission, critics of the policy called that policy "exceptionally 

cruel."  

'It was an honest mistake' 

Depending on how you look at it, Brandon Prudhomme either had a very good or very bad reason for 

failing to register for the draft: He was in prison for most of the time between the ages of 18 and 25. 

His arrest record includes assault, drug possession and resisting arrest.  
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"It was an honest mistake," he said. "I was on my own since I was 14 years old. I got involved in gang-type 

stuff."  

But now he's 39 and trying to turn his life around. While living in a homeless shelter, he started his own 

landscaping company "with two rakes and four lawn bags," he said. 

He'd like to go back to school for business. But since Prudhomme didn't register for Selective Service, he 

can't get student loans. "The financial aid people called me and said, 'Sir, do you know anything about 

Selective Service?' I said no. They said my application had been red-flagged," he said. 

"If it was mandatory, how was there not the opportunity for me to sign those papers?" Prudhomme asked. 

"He said that was my responsibility." 

The law has also snagged federal information technology workers, Forest Service firefighters, Veterans 

Administration doctors and even federal contractors.  

Richard Henry, a contractor for the Internal Revenue Service, lost his access to IRS facilities because he 

failed to register for Selective Service. They found out because Henry told them, repeatedly, beginning in 

2001. But in 2011, the IRS changed the rules to make Selective Service a requirement. He was over 26, so 

he couldn't register. 

So he sued, and lost in 2017. 

"If they're going to enforce this law, you should know about the law and you should know about the 

consequences," said Henry's lawyer, Rachel L.T. Rodriguez. "The problem here is, you don't know the 

consequences that follow you forever like this." 

But officials say that for draft registration to work, the law has to have teeth.  

"If there were no penalties for failing to register, the rates would plummet, and fairness and equity would 

go out the window," said Matthew Tittman, a spokesman for the Selective Service System, a civilian 

agency that administers draft registration. 

Men who are over 26 and denied benefits can appeal the decision if they can prove that their failure to 

register was not "knowing and willful."  

It's unclear how many men succeed. The Office of Personnel Management says it got 160 requests for 

waivers in the last fiscal year. The Department of Education would not release data or discuss its process on 

the record. 

And proving that someone didn't intentionally evade the draft can be costly and time consuming, taking as 

long as 18 months to decide. 

Marc J. Smith, a Rockville, Maryland, federal employment lawyer who handles such cases, says the 

process can cost $3,500 to $4,000 in legal fees.  

An appeal can involve researching when and where the Selective Service sent reminder letters, and 

gathering sworn statements from parents, childhood friends and school officials.  

The cases rarely make it to court. The Supreme Court ruled in 2012 that the courts didn't have jurisdiction 

over federal employment cases because there was an administrative process to handle those claims. 

Even if Congress eliminates the draft, Smith said, it's unclear whether those old penalties will go away.  

"People will still have this issue," he said. "And I guess that means a much larger pool of potential clients 

for me." 
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‘It Just Went Poof’: The Strange Aftermath of Virginia’s 

Cascade of Political Scandals 
By Campbell Robertson 

The New York Times, April 2, 2019 

Gov. Ralph Northam and Lt. Gov. Justin Fairfax of Virginia 

walking together to an event in Richmond on March 24. Both men 

cut back on public appearances for a time after scandals involving 

each of them erupted in quick succession in February. (Credit: 

Parker Michels-Boyce for The New York Times) 

RICHMOND, Va. — More than a dozen state lawmakers filed onto 

the stage, summoned by the smiling leader of their state: Ralph S. 

Northam, the governor of Virginia. 

On the governor’s right were a handful of House Democrats, who as a group in February said they were 

“no longer confident in the governor’s representation of Virginians,” after learning of a shocking racist 

photo on Mr. Northam’s medical-school yearbook page. 

On his left were mostly Republicans, including the speaker of the House, Delegate Kirk Cox, who’d 

declared that Mr. Northam’s “ability to lead and govern is permanently impaired.” 

Some on stage were members of the legislative black caucus, which called the yearbook photo “disgusting, 

reprehensible, and offensive” and “a complete betrayal.” 

Even so, as Mr. Northam took out a pen at the event last week and signed bills to overhaul the state’s foster 

care system, the lawmakers of both parties stood behind him, grinning and clapping. 

This is the strange, suspended state of Virginia politics, just two months after scandal after scandal seemed 

to be devouring the state’s government from the top down. 

In the space of a week in early February, the public was stunned by revelations about each of the three 

highest statewide elected officials, all Democrats: the racist photo in the governor’s yearbook; accusations 

of sexual assault against the lieutenant governor; and the attorney general’s appearance in blackface at a 

party in college. Protesters and news crews swarmed the Statehouse. Calls for resignations came from 

fellow Virginia Democrats, Republicans and even 2020 presidential candidates. 

And then? “It just went poof,” said Natalie Draper, a librarian sitting in the back of a coffeehouse last week 

in Richmond. “It’s like it never happened.” 

Virginians have various theories as to how this surreal normalcy set in. 

Some say the whole mess was so exhausting and embarrassing that by the time the legislature adjourned on 

Feb. 24, the outrage had burned itself out. Others point to polls that showed Virginia voters were 

considerably less hungry for resignations than their representatives were. Some political observers mused 

about more fundamental changes to the life span of scandal, describing President Trump’s approach to bad 

press as if it were a revolutionary medical breakthrough. 

“Don’t apologize, move on, and everybody will talk about something else next week,” is how Ben Tribbett, 

a Democratic strategist, described it. “Maybe we’ve been doing it wrong over the last 100 years.” 

For the Democrats, perhaps above all, there are the blunt political realities. Whatever may happen in the 

2021 election for governor, every seat in the Republican-controlled Virginia General Assembly will be up 

https://poll.qu.edu/virginia/release-detail?ReleaseID=2600
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this November, and Democrats have a chance to take back power in at least one chamber of the legislature. 

That will be hard enough now, given the bales of fodder Republicans now have for attack ads. But the idea 

of trying to raise money and hold rallies while spurning the three highest officeholders in the state came to 

be seen by many Democrats as just a needless handicap. 

Betsy Carr, a Democratic delegate, said shortly after stepping off the stage last week with Mr. Northam that 

voters “want to move on.” “They want positive things to happen, they’re concerned about the elections,” 

she said. 

That sort of hard pragmatism is common among Democratic figures these days. But it is not unanimous. 

Many younger people in the party, in particular, are frustrated by what they see as the leadership’s hurry to 

move on from the scandals rather than come to grips with them. 

Gov. Ralph Northam and his wife, Pam Northam, third from left, 

posing for photos after the dedication of a historical marker for the 

civil rights leader Dr. Dorothy Height at a library in Richmond. 

(Credit: Parker Michels-Boyce for The New York Times) 

“Winning is important,” said Taikein Cooper, the 30-year-old 

chairman of the Prince Edward County Democratic Party, “but we 

also have to have some morals.” 

In the immediate wake of the scandals, the governor all but disappeared, either avoiding public events or 

being explicitly disinvited from them. 

The gears of state government kept turning — bills were signed or vetoed, cabinet secretaries did their 

work — but Mr. Northam’s public resurfacing was slow, beginning with an appearance in early March at 

the third annual Public Safety Unmanned Aircraft Systems Conference. 

Still, it is only in recent days that his public schedule has approached normal — or at least, something that 

looks normal from the outside. 

“I think groups are struggling with, ‘What do we do? What do we do about inviting him? Do we want him 

the centerpiece of an announcement?’” said Mr. Cox, the House speaker, who spoke with Mr. Northam at 

the bill-signing for the first time since February. “It’s going to be pretty hard to say we’re just going to have 

a normal governorship for the next three years,” Mr. Cox said. 

Lt. Gov. Justin Fairfax, too, has been showing up at public events more often. But rather than trying to 

change the subject from the allegations against him, he dives right into them, even unprompted, as he did 

on the last day of the legislative session in a surprise speech comparing himself to a victim of lynching. 

Mark Herring, the attorney general, has taken questions from the public on a few occasions since his own 

blackface scandal broke. But when he talked recently with reporters in Washington, after a Supreme Court 

hearing on gerrymandering, no one asked him about the episode. 

Democrats fully acknowledge that there is unfinished business in all this. But they cite the lack of 

resolution as a reason to slow down on those immediate calls for resignations. 

“Most people wanted to give the governor time to sort out what had happened,” said State Senator Scott A. 

Surovell. “I think a lot of people question whether he’s in that picture, and they’re waiting for more 

information about who’s actually in it.” 

Initially, Mr. Northam apologized for appearing in the yearbook photo, which shows a man in blackface 

makeup standing next to someone wearing a Klan robe and hood. But since then, he has insisted that he is 

https://www.newsadvance.com/news/state/william-mary-disinvites-northam-from-annual-celebration/article_3e5c22f1-9fcf-5ec7-b53d-0960487fed48.html
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actually not either of the people in the picture, and he has pledged to get to the bottom of the matter. The 

mechanism for that appears to be an inquiry that began last month, conducted on behalf of Eastern Virginia 

Medical School by the law firm McGuireWoods. 

That investigation into the role of racism in the past and present culture of the school was also examining 

the circumstances of the infamous photo. No findings have been announced yet, and the investigation is 

expected to wrap up in the next few weeks. 

Still, Mr. Northam made another pledge around the time he announced that he was staying put: to focus for 

the rest of his term on addressing racial inequities in American life, a theme he now repeatedly emphasizes 

in speeches. 

The governor “welcomes the opportunity for future conversations” on improving racial equity, said a 

spokeswoman, Ofirah Yheskel, who pointed out various measures the governor has supported in recent 

weeks that reflect “his focus on the equity issues.” 

One of the chief barometers of Mr. Northam’s success on this front has become the opinion of the 

legislative black caucus, to which other Democrats have readily deferred since the scandals broke. 

Members of the caucus have laid out their priorities in meetings and conversations with the governor, and 

they say he has mostly abided. 

At a memorial service for Dr. Dorothy Height at a church in South 

Richmond, Lt. Gov. Justin Fairfax spoke about Dr. Height’s 

advocacy against lynching, false accusations and denial of due 

process, themes he has hit repeatedly since the scandals erupted. 

(Credit: Parker Michels-Boyce for The New York Times) 

“He’s been trying hard, from what I can see,” said Delegate Lamont 

Bagby, the chairman of the caucus. “He’s stumbled on his own feet 

a couple times, I think he would agree to that.” But Mr. Bagby gave 

his approval to the governor’s choice of bills to veto and amendments to propose over the past few weeks, 

and he said he believed that long-delayed but badly needed conversations about race had begun. 

At a Baptist church in Richmond on a recent Sunday afternoon, Mr. Northam delivered brief remarks 

referring to lingering inequities at a ceremony in honor of Dorothy Height, a grande dame of the civil rights 

movement. He was followed at the pulpit by Mr. Fairfax — the first time they appeared in public together 

since the scandals erupted. 

The contrast was stark. 

Mr. Fairfax began with praise for Ms. Height’s “oratory around the issue of anti-lynching,” but it quickly 

became clear he was also talking about other matters. 

“She saw what was happening in this country, where people were being falsely accused,” Mr. Fairfax said. 

“They were not given due process. They were having their lives in so many ways impacted negatively, in 

some ways taken away, because people wanted not to get to the truth but ultimately wanted things changed 

in a negative way for nefarious reasons.” 

It was barely subtext, and he would revisit these themes more forthrightly two nights later at a Women’s 

History Month mixer in Hampton, Va., an event sponsored by the local chapter of the N.A.A.C.P. After the 

lieutenant governor gave a short speech on his fight against “fabricated claims and false allegations,” the 

crowd erupted in cheers of support. 
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Like Mr. Northam, Mr. Fairfax has insisted on an investigation into the accusations against him. He 

contends that he is being accused of sexual assault and rape for encounters that were consensual. 

His demands for an investigation are echoed by fellow Democrats, as Mr. Northam’s are. But it remains 

unclear where exactly such an investigation is to come from. 

“If it’s proved in a court of law, something needs to be done, but we’re not there yet,” Ms. Carr, the 

lawmaker, said. 

Prosecutors in North Carolina and Massachusetts have been in contact with the two women who accused 

Mr. Fairfax — Vanessa Tyson and Meredith Watson — but there has been no public indication yet that a 

criminal investigation has been formally opened. Republican lawmakers announced plans for an 

investigative hearing, and both accusers have said repeatedly that they are willing to testify publicly as part 

of a bipartisan process, but Democratic lawmakers have balked, seeing such a hearing as a fruitless exercise 

prone to partisan grandstanding. At this point, there are few other obvious options. 

“We are actually engaged in initiating processes that will make the truth known,” Mr. Fairfax said at the 

event in Hampton, speaking over the live jazz music and pleas for him to join in group photos. He declined 

to elaborate further. 

On Sunday, a lawyer for Mr. Fairfax issued a news release saying that Mr. Fairfax had undergone 

polygraph examinations administered by a former F.B.I. agent, and that the results “demonstrated that Lt. 

Gov. Fairfax was telling the truth” in denying the allegations. A spokeswoman said these exams were 

separate from the “processes” that Mr. Fairfax had spoken of earlier. 

And so life goes on in Virginia, with the legislature coming back this week for a quick session and with the 

political jockeying getting underway before the primaries in June. Democratic lawmakers who are asked 

what may come next on the scandal front have no concrete answer; most say their constituents would rather 

hear about roadwork, school financing and health care. 

Those, after all, are matters that state politicians can actually change, as opposed to the things that 

apparently they cannot. 

“The calls for resignation have not been rescinded,” Delegate Jeff Bourne, a member of the legislative 

black caucus, said a few days before appearing with the governor at a bill-signing ceremony. “But I think 

it’s one of those things where we are operating in the current state of affairs. And the current state of affairs 

is that the governor and lieutenant governor are still there.” 

 

 

SEE ALSO: 

Vanessa Tyson relays sexual assault allegations against Fairfax in first TV interview [The Washington Post, 

2019-04-01] 

Second Fairfax accuser speaks out about alleged assault [The Hill, 2019-04-02] 

After Va. scandals, Democratic donor says women and people of color should lead [The Washington Post, 

2019-04-01] 

How Blackface Feeds White Supremacy [The New York Times, 2019-03-31] [OPINION] 
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Military's Top Lawyers Push to Keep Prosecution Decisions 

with Commanders 
By Patricia Kime 

Military.com, April 3, 2019 

The military services' top attorneys are holding the line against a renewed push by lawmakers to remove 

commanders from the process of deciding to prosecute sexual-assault cases. 

Speaking at a House Armed Services Personnel Subcommittee hearing on the role of commanders in 

sexual-assault cases, the service attorneys said Tuesday that an 18-month review of the Pentagon's handling 

of sex crimes and subsequent "Report of the Response Systems to Sexual Assault Crimes Panel," 

completed in 2014, concluded that Congress should not "further limit the authority of the [commanders] 

under the Uniform Code of Military Justice to refer charges for sexual-assault crimes to trial by court-

martial." 

Although Congress ordered the Pentagon to form the panel to study the issue in 2013, several Senate and 

House Democrats have revived the issue. They say they're concerned that the number of assaults remains 

high while reporting rates are still low. 

"A culture of endemic retaliation and doubt persists" in the military, said Rep. Jackie Speier, a California 

Democrat who leads the subcommittee. "Too many of our service members live and work in toxic cultures 

characterized by pervasive, unrelenting harassment and assault." 

"I'm incredibly disappointed that after years of fighting this problem, after so many incremental changes in 

the law, that we're still in the exact same place," said Sen. Kirsten Gillibrand, D-New York, during a 

hearing on the same subject March 7. "Sexual assault in the military is still pervasive. It's still hurting our 

military readiness. It's still causing thousands of our service members to suffer. ... We need a fundamentally 

different approach to how these crimes are being prosecuted." 

Testifying Tuesday, the attorneys insisted that the system works as-is, with commanders involved in 

decisions on whether to prosecute. 

Army Lt. Gen. Charles Pede said that while there is much to do to address sexual assaults in the ranks, 

commanders must be the "fulcrum to any solution." He pointed to the recent military housing scandal 

caused by the Pentagon hiring private companies to manage base housing, effectively allowing 

commanders to relinquish oversight of the program. 

"Who do our families look [to] for solutions? Who do you look [to] to drive change? Soldiers look to their 

commanders ... the notion that stripping commanders of authority over serious crimes will reduce crimes, 

result in more prosecutions or higher conviction rates is not supported by empirical evidence," Pede said. 

The Response Systems to Sexual Assault Crimes Panel was comprised of nine members, including five 

appointed by the Pentagon and four named by Congress. The group included retired military officers, legal 

experts and a former member of Congress. 

The panel concluded that changes previously made by Congress, including restricting a commander's 

ability to grant clemency to perpetrators and changes to Article 32 hearings, were sufficient. The members 

concluded that removing convening authority from commanders would not reduce sexual-assault incidence 

rates or increase reporting. 
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Two 354th Fighter Wing squadron commanders fired over 

hazing culture 
By Stephen Losey  

Air Force Times, March 30, 2019 

Two air support operations squadron commanders were fired this week after investigations found “a culture 

of hazing” in their units, the Air Force said in a Friday release. 

Lt. Col. Robb Fiechtner, commander of the 3rd Air Support Operations Squadron at Joint Base Elmendorf-

Richardson in Alaska, and Lt. Col. Joshua Cates, commander of the 5th ASOS at Joint Base Lewis-

McChord in Washington, were relieved of command, the 354th Fighter Wing at Eielson said in the release. 

The two squadrons are part of the 1st Air Support Operations Group, which falls under the 354th Fighter 

Wing. “We’re better than this,” Col. Benjamin Bishop, the 354th commander who removed Fiechtner and 

Cates, said in the release. “Every airman has an obligation to prevent and stop any harmful or demeaning 

conduct toward fellow airmen. This is especially true for commanders.” 

Command-directed investigations found airmen at those two squadrons commonly took part in, and 

encouraged, a practice called “rolling up.” That practice involved tackling or restraining an airman, binding 

the airman’s hands or feet using duct tape, and allowing the airman to struggle before being released. 

The CDI found that many airmen in those squadrons thought “rolling up” was based on camaraderie and 

bonding. But those who participated were taking part more out of peer pressure than on enjoyment of the 

actions, according to the investigations. 

“There are traditions that promote the health of the unit and link us to the long blue line of airmen that have 

preceded us,” Bishop said in the release. “When airmen, however, attempt to equate hazing actions as 

tradition, they do an absolute disservice to our Air Force culture and also undermine our mission 

effectiveness.” 

Bishop denounced hazing in the release, and reminded squadron commanders that they are responsible for 

the airmen they oversee. 

“I hold the duty of squadron commanders in the utmost esteem, and expect our commanders to train and 

strengthen our airmen, while also caring for their morale and well-being,” Bishop said. “I hope we can all 

agree that hazing in any form has no place in our service, and that we can emerge more committed to our 

core values of integrity, service and excellence as we move forward in pioneering airpower’s frontier." 

Col. Kenneth Boillot, commander of the 1st ASOG, has named Lt. Col. James Marlow as the acting 

squadron commander of the 3rd ASOS and Lt. Col. Todd Davis as acting commander of the 5th ASOS, 

according to the release. 

 

 

SEE ALSO: 

Behind the Hazing Practice That Just Got 2 Air Force Commanders Fired [Military.com, 2019-04-04] 
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